Brussels, City in Plural Some Thoughts Concerning the Image of the Belgian Capital by Sterken, Sven
Curated Programs
Essay
Sven Sterken
Brussels, City in Plural
Some Thoughts Concerning the Image 
of the Belgian Capital
92
EN3-argos-catalogue-2004-h OK  31-08-2005  14:19  Pagina 92
“Empty spaces feel like wounds, and I like the city for its wounds.
They show its history better than any history book or document.”
(Wim Wenders, On Film. Essays and Conversations) 1
1.
If one tries to find a label for the city, Brussels is an obstinate case.
Contrary to Paris (so charming!), Barcelona (so high-spirited!) or London
(so vibrant!), the capital of Belgium does not evoke any immediate asso-
ciations, let alone that the city can be captured with a few images or some
one-liner. In Paris, one can develop an image of the city almost ‘organi-
cally’. New impressions of buildings, areas, people, habits and prevailing
codes seem to confirm, correct or complement previous impressions.
Thus, the image of the city develops like a puzzle: in the first stage one
puts together the frame; afterwards, one fills in the middle bit by bit.
Brussels is different. In this city there does not seem to be any con-
tinuity between the different impressions one gets. At first sight, it appears
to be an amalgam of buildings and inhabitants that merely share a geo-
graphical situation. Elements from every possible architectural and urban-
ist trend and doctrine from the nineteenth and twentieth century collide.
One can hardly find any historical, typological, stylistic or spatial continuity
between all these fragments: old and new, small and large, beautiful and
ugly are mixed in an often surrealistic way. Moreover, it is not always clear
whether this is the result of coincidence, arbitrariness or choice.
Since Brussels is located at the crossroads between Latin, German
and Anglo-Saxon cultures, it often serves as a kind of overflow reservoir.
In this city, a panoply of languages, cultures and social codes rub against
each other. It very clearly demonstrates the notion that urban culture is
generated by the encounter and the interaction between different and inde-
pendently functioning social, economic and cultural systems. Indeed,
Brussels is a pre-eminently polytopic city, a collection of disparate places
where a lot of things happen simultaneously in so many different ways.
Here, the puzzle of perception is put together by combining pieces with
the same colour, a similar texture or a continuous pattern. The relation
between these pieces seems to come about rather coincidentally; often
there is even no relation to be found at all.
2.
When Brussels conjures up a particular image, it immediately evokes
the opposite image as well. Indeed, the city unites paradoxes – the para-
dox is perhaps the only image that can adequately describe it. Brussels
is at the same time a large village and a small metropolis, where reckless
hyper-investments go hand in hand with enforced degradation. Outrage
or indifference with regard to a radical new piece of architecture gives way
to nostalgia once the building has become the umpteenth urban cancer.
Isolated historical monuments are flanked by run-down apartments or
appallingly banal office blocks. The amiability of old locals strongly con-
trasts with the plastic cheerfulness of corporate culture. Ambitious urban
projects are invariably undermined by the nonchalance with which theySv
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are realised. Brussels is also Manneken Pis and the Atomium, symbols that
mark the borders of the field of tension within which all visions on this
city oscillate: nostalgia for an innocent, folkloric past on the one hand, the
myth of a radical modernity on the other.
Cultural sociologist Rudi Laermans argues that Brussels is an “almost
indescribable dream landscape with an often surreal touch, marked by
fragmentation, multilingualism, heterogeneity”. Giving or creating an
unequivocal, transportable ‘image’ of this city indeed appears to be an
impossible, even senseless task, for Brussels does not bear absolute state-
ments or obvious definitions. How ought the Belgian capital then be
described, thought or imagined? As the sum of a series of (apparent?) para-
doxes? Perhaps the city is best conceived of as a huge ‘cadavre exquis’,
and described by means of the pre-eminent surrealist technique, namely
free association?2
3.
In an essay that elaborates on the relation between the city and its
‘image’, philosopher Bart Verschaffel points out that, when one wants to
think or write about a city, one needs to define a point of view, choose
‘a’ city, and therefore relate the story of ‘a’ city.3 Therefore the story of
or about the city will change depending on its narrator. Conversely, the
way in which one speaks about a city betrays the expectations and
demands one imposes on it. Speaking about Brussels thus first of all
requires a definition of ‘which’ Brussels one will be dealing with, and the
context in which this will happen. Will one be talking about the munici-
pality, the region or the capital? About the Brussels of the renaissance,
neo-classicism, art nouveau, the fifties, the nineties? Does one mean the
Brussels of the Dutch-speaking or the French-speaking community, the
Brussels of the foreigners or the locals, the politicians, the commuters,
the speculators, the eurocrats, the tourists or the inhabitants? All these
agents project their expectations onto the city; they experience and
imagine the city each in their own way and thus construct their own inter-
pretation of the name ‘Brussels’.
A simple rule seems to determine this process: the higher the polit-
ical or economic stakes, the more abstract the image of the city.
Consequently, the denotation of ‘Brussels’ can range from a physical real-
ity to an abstract context: for some it is a particular number of a house
in a specific street, for others it is a merely symbolic name that only
refers to a geographical location. The image of the city thus arises from
an accumulation of various imagined cities that continuously collide or
interfere with each other, are superimposed, ignore or oppose each other.
Such imagined cities endlessly supplement each other, yet they do not nec-
essarily coincide with the ‘real’ city: indeed, the actual city exists as
something that “precedes all points of view, and does not dissolve in it.” 4
Therefore, Brussels may not exist as one city, but as several, parallel and
simultaneous cities. The city’s French and English names surely suggest
this: ‘Bruxelles’, ‘Brussels’, plural of the Dutch Brussel?
94
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4.
A short walk within the pentagon (the historical centre of town) suffices
to experience the plurality of Brussels. In no time, one crosses various parts
of the city that seem to follow their own architectonic, urbanist and func-
tional logic as autonomous fragments. The area around the Central
Station, once the heart of the city, perfectly exemplifies this: it is the
realm of the commuter. A quarter of the professionally active Belgian pop-
ulation works in Brussels, yet not even half of them live within the agglom-
eration of the capital. This results in a daily migration of approximately
600.000 civil servants, cleaners, receptionists, etc. – people that are users
rather than inhabitants of the city. In the fifties, a complete network of
transportation was developed for their benefit only. This network flushes
tens of thousands of people through, under, or around the city every sin-
gle day. In the eyes of the commuter, Brussels is therefore mainly a junc-
tion of all kinds of national and international networks; a collection of
underground train stations, musty connecting corridors, dull subway sta-
tions, packed trams, endless traffic jams on the ring road, winding tun-
nels and parking lots in the most improbable places.
This commuter’s logic driven to the extreme, based on the myth of
accessibility (by car or train right to the doorstep of your office!), has over
time caused the appearance of an aboveground counterpart of the under-
ground Brussels in the form of a series of office towers. Apparently arbi-
trarily plumped down in the urban fabric, these towers betray the presence
of important junctions in the underground transport networks. Some
office blocks even directly plug into it (the Cité Administrative de l’Etat can
for example be accessed directly from the train station Congrès). Indeed,
via railways and highways, the roots of these office towers reach out to
the furthest corners of the country; from Ostend to Namur to Genk, they
suck in tens of thousands of commuters every single day. In the percep-
tion of these people, the city is therefore no more than an extension of a
daily train, tram or car trip. The notion of ‘Brussels’ is here reduced to a
unidimensional abstraction, a fixed and carefully timed track from the sta-
tion to the office and back.
5.
Whenever the Belgians feel something is wrong, they come to Brussels. As
the capital of the kingdom, it is the evident place to shout out all kinds of
discontent. Entire professional or social groups then become commuters
of protest. As Rudi Laermans argues, Brussels remains – despite the indif-
ference, the ignorance and even the fear that many Flemings feel towards
their capital – a “screen, a blank canvas, an unknown face, onto which the
average Fleming liking projects unconscious fears and aversions on the one
hand, illegitimate desires and dreams on the other”.5 The central boulevards
(Lemonnier, Anneessens, Anspach, between the South and the North
Station) have been the theatre of countless demonstrations. In 1950 for
example, at the outbreak of the ‘Royal Question’: angry Walloon labourers
stormed the capital to prevent the return of King Leopold III. Five years
later, in the midst of the ‘School Battle’, a quarter of a million CatholicsSv
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marched through the streets, protesting against the cuts in funding for the
Catholic education network. In the course of the sixties, the ‘Language
Battle’6 was also fought out in the streets of Brussels. 1983 saw approxi-
mately three hundred thousand demonstrators show up to protest against
the placement of cruise missiles, a demonstration that has only been out-
numbered by the White March in 1996.7 In all these cases, the occupation
of the capital was a very strong signal of protest that could not be ignored.
All problems in the end converge in Brussels: indeed, the capital functions
as the nation’s conscience. Erik De Kuyper is right in Een Passie voor
Brussel (A Passion for Brussels): when one speaks about Brussels, one actu-
ally means to speak about Belgium. 8
6.
For politicians, too, the capital has always functioned as a perfect pro-
jection screen. The different governmental levels thereby each try to
articulate their power in space in their own way, for every governing entity
needs a physical expression of its power, needs to make its presence vis-
ible. However, just like the governmental organisation of this country, the
topography of power is subject to a constant dynamics. In the unitary
Belgium, the power used to be stretched spatially between the Royal
Palace and Parliament. When the government had fallen, the Prime
Minister crossed the Parc Royal to tender his resignation to the King. In
the federal Belgium of the twenty-first century, the strong symbolism of
this image has crumbled, for power has been decentralised. Brussels
nowadays is the capital of the Brussels-Capital Region, the French-speak-
ing Community, Flanders, Belgium as well as Europe. Consequently, new
centres of political decision-making arise in other parts of the city, too, such
as around the Place des Martyrs (Flemish government) and in the Rue
Lombard (Parliament of the Brussels-Capital Region). Just as everybody
knows what ‘Rue de la Loi’ stands for, gradually ‘Place des Martyrs’ and
‘Rue Lombard’ will come to be used in the media as abstract signifiers that
refer to the respective governmental bodies. The European Union, on the
other hand, has to the present day not succeeded in creating similar spa-
tial and semantic symbols; after fifty years, Europe still lacks a proper
‘face’, a clear architectural statement in Brussels that could be the
European counterpart to the White House or the Kremlin.
Moreover, there is an urgent need for a thorough reflection on the
implications of the European presence for urban development in Brussels,
because the European institutions behave like Fremdkörper that severely
affect the urban fabric. None of the authorities involved have in the past
shown any initiative regarding this issue; in the year 2004, the debate is
still in an embryonic stage.9 Yet perhaps there is a shrewd strategy behind
this apparent short-sightedness? Indeed, it is not the prestige, the myth
or the charm of Brussels that have made the city into an international polit-
ical and economic centre, but precisely the absence of such qualities. The
city is lacking sufficient identity and critical memory to adequately offer
resistance against all kinds of external appropriations; this makes it pos-
sible to reduce ‘Brussel’ to “a symbolic name, a seven-letter-word in a con- 96
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tract, a place-name without content”.10 In other words: not the strengths,
but the weaknesses of the city are the reason why Brussels could almost
self-evidently become the capital of Europe.
7.
The weak urban consciousness of Brussels is a consequence of the relent-
less way in which the city has been monumentalised and modernised ever
since the foundation of Belgium. Brussels – and by extension the whole
country – had to get rid of its provincial image; the capital had to radiate
a prestige that befitted the country’s prosperity and ambitions. This com-
bined search for a representation and identity resulted in an impressive
series of large-scale infrastructural works, such as the vaulting of the Senne
for the construction of the central boulevards and the extension of the Rue
de la Régence, (false) reconstructions of the past (such as the King’s
House on the Grand Place) and monumental interventions, such as the lay-
ing out of the Cinquantenaire Park and the Avenue de Tervuren. The
transformation of the Royal Palace and the erection of the Palace of
Justice also belong to this series.
No matter how impressive, these realisations were only the overture
of what would happen to Brussels in the twentieth century. The city had
to become ‘modern’. The construction of the North-South connection,
completed in 1952, was considered a necessary lever to that end. Yet the
calibration point for Belgium and for the capital in particular is of course
the world fair of 1958. The primary aim of this swinging and shining event
was to convince the public of the need for a fundamental change in men-
tality. It was felt that Belgium, usually somewhat introvert, should not miss
the train of progress and prosperity. Remarkably, the grounds of Expo 58
(now the Heizel plain and part of the Royal domains) were not incorpo-
rated into the city or urbanised afterwards, which is a frequent practice
at world fairs and Olympic Games. For Brussels, the main issue of Expo
58 indeed lay elsewhere: the event served primarily as an alibi to enforce
a modernisation of the city and transform it into an international business
centre. Thus, in the run-up to the fair a new airport was built, the con-
struction works for the inner ring road and its tunnels were started, and
the first high-rise buildings appeared in the city centre.
When in the same period the Senne was diverted along the ring road
(its bed was taken up by the premetro), the city finally lost its main struc-
turing element and was definitively cut off from its historical origins.
Nowadays, the former course of the Senne and the original morphology
within the pentagon can hardly be read from the urban fabric. Indeed, in
the course of the last 150 years, the natural structure of Brussels (with an
east-west orientation) has gradually been substituted by an imposed
north-south orientation. 11 Consequently, the history of many places in
Brussels can only be traced by means of old maps. Yet not only buildings,
places and streets were completely crushed during this process; the sym-
bolic, semantic and historical meanings of many places were neutralised
as efficiently. Indeed, the post-war urban planners and politicians felt that
the erasure of the ‘genius loci’ was a prerequisite to be able to ‘program’Sv
en
 S
te
rk
en
 —
 B
ru
ss
el
s,
Ci
ty
 in
 P
lu
ra
l –
 S
om
e 
Th
ou
gh
ts
 C
on
ce
rn
in
g 
th
e 
Im
ag
e 
of
 th
e 
Be
lg
ia
n 
Ca
pi
ta
l
97
EN3-argos-catalogue-2004-h OK  31-08-2005  14:19  Pagina 97
the city for the future. In order to become modern not only the physical
past of the city, but also its mental topography, its memory, had to be wiped
away. Thus Brussels’ modernisation process ‘inevitably’ involved a kind
of imposed amnesia.
8.
Partly due to the rudderless politics and the lack of a coherent urban pol-
icy, from the mid-sixties onwards the identity crisis following this process
became a kind of permanent condition. Private investors were welcomed
with open arms for want of sufficient government funds to realise a thor-
ough redevelopment of a number of areas. Due to the sudden international
interest, the city rapidly evolved into a colony for ruthless speculators. None
of the official authorities had the strength to impose univocal regulations
that would dike the speculative forces – almost the only measure they took
was allowing exceptions to the rules. No wonder most of these building
projects were initiated ad hoc, without an overall vision, and without tak-
ing into account the already existing buildings and urban morphology, not
to mention any attempt at architectural quality. Indeed, in the city of the
promoter, urban development is reduced to rearranging blocks on a scale-
model. In such operations the lot of the inhabitants came only in the last
place; under the pretext of securing the city’s economic and social qual-
ity of life for the future, thousands of people were evicted and relocated
to the city’s periphery. The social drama that took place in the area
around the North Station in the course of the sixties is the best known illus-
tration of this.12 Not surprisingly this period was a nightmare for Brussels:
the utopian aspirations of the fifties had led to a dystopian reality. Actually,
the traumatic image of “modernity in its state of ruin” (Laermans), a
vision got out of hand, perverted from the beginning by power-mad politi-
cians and ruthless speculators, dominates the prevailing discourse about
Brussels to this very day.
Since the sixties, the tower cranes have never disappeared from the
townscape; there is always a building crater gaping somewhere. Like com-
municating vessels, building complexes seem to arise while elsewhere oth-
ers are demolished. In Brussels, urban development is no longer a goal but
rather an endless process; here, temporariness and provisionality have
become a permanent condition. At the same break-neck speed as they
were built, office towers in the centre of town are now being taken down
or unrecognisably restyled according to the latest international trends (cfr.
Madou Tower), since thirty years is now the average age at which office
blocks are marked off. The tenability of the townscape is in other words
determined by virtual flows of money. In only few places in Europe is the
double pace of the city so visible, for in Brussels, the places charged with
history (the ‘local’ city) and the places that reveal economic networks (the
‘global’ city) lie jumbled up together. Consequently, as a tourist it is enough
to leave the standard route of picturesque, historical or monumental sights
in a moment of absent-mindedness to end up in a completely different city,
a city that is not in the travel guides. And this is exactly one of Brussels’ main
charms: the reverse side of the scenery reveals itself unashamedly. 98
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9.
Finally, there is the Brussels of the inhabitants. The colonial and indus-
trial past of Belgium, which led to the great immigration waves of the six-
ties, has left its trace to this day: one in three inhabitants in Brussels is
of foreign origin. This phenomenon went hand in hand with a dramatic
exodus: the rich moved to the suburbs while the socially weak and the
immigrants took possession of the centre of town. Finally, the disap-
pearance of small industry from the city centre strongly reinforced the gen-
eral impoverishment of some of these areas (e.g. the neighbourhood
around the North Station). Apart from a couple of intellectuals and artists,
in those days nobody seemed to move to Brussels out of choice. Indeed,
living in the capital was considered synonymous with a voluntary ‘exile’:
“Brussels is a city for people who enjoy being in exile or who are forced
to live in that condition.” 13
Since a few years, however, the opposite trend seems to have set in.
More and more young (and mainly Flemish, so it appears) professionals
settle in Brussels, with a clearly visible gentrification of the area around
the Beursschouwburg as a result.14 The city appears to have gained pop-
ularity again. Yet it would be premature to deduce from this that the
youngest generation of Flemings, grown up in allotments all over the
country, has all of a sudden developed a fascination for the multicultural
metropolis. In Brussels, Flemings, Walloons, Africans, Turks, Moroccans,
Italians, new immigrants from the former Eastern bloc, Eurocrats, NATO-
officials, lobbyists and many others may be living together in apparent har-
mony, the spatial segregation inside the city reveals that these groups live
mainly ‘next’ to one another, not really ‘with’ each other. No doubt the true
motives behind the rediscovery of the capital are of a more pragmatic
nature, the unbearable traffic congestion around Brussels being one of
them.15 Yet even if the tolerance between the different social and ethnic
groups stems mainly from necessity, it is not feigned. The hysteria of some
politicians in the capital about communal problems contrasts with the
rather pragmatic and resigned attitude that most inhabitants develop
towards their city and towards each other. After all, everyone and every-
thing in Brussels belongs to one or other minority; as a result nobody can
lay claim to this city.
10.
As Moritz Küng notes in the catalogue of Another & Another & Another
Act of Seeing Urban Space (1997), at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury the city is less than ever a clearly limited space, but a cluttered and
dynamic ‘terrain vague’, that continuously generates new societal forms
that exist next to each other.16 As a result, the identity of such a place needs
to be questioned and defined time and again. This is especially true for
Brussels. Geared to the needs, aspirations and fantasies of diverse types
of users, in the course of the second half of the twentieth century the city
seems to have abandoned the notion of self-determination. The ease with
which this city is ‘occupied’ is partly due to the amnesia that was imposed
on it during the last hundred and fifty years: in exchange for a radical mod-Sv
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ernisation, the city was forced to give up its memory. As a result, Brussels
today lacks strong enough an identity and a critical mass to respond
effectively to the many appropriations from several social, economic, and
political groups. The city is becoming increasingly heterogeneous,
diversified, dense and international. It is owned by nobody, and therefore
by everyone; anybody can project their wishes and desires onto it. This
implies that the need for a consistent story about Brussels, founded on a
coherent vision, is becoming more and more urgent. The capital not only
needs an examination of existing emotional bonds and imaginary
identifications, and a questioning of the corresponding spatial appropri-
ations (cf the project Bruxelles nous appartient /Brussel behoort ons toe,
in the framework of Brussels 2000), but also new readings, interpretations
and images of the city. After all, Brussels is more than ever a cosmopol-
itan city; the image of the city and the visions of its future have to reflect
this reality as well as indicate a possible direction.
This is where artists can play an important role: with their sharp eye
for detail they can provoke new images and interpretations of the city and
help to develop a new mental topography. No longer are contemporary
artists interested in the monumental nature of the classical townscape or
the spectacular and kaleidoscopic whirl of modernity at the beginning of
the 20th century. They rather devote their attention to the marginal
spaces of the city, those spaces that are not ‘inhabited’ or charged with
meanings, but that are merely being ‘used’. They are transitory territo-
ries, hard-to-describe areas or heterotopias where everyday, commonplace
and coincidental events take place. Such holes in the urban fabric can lit-
erally and metaphorically give room to the imagination. Indeed, because
of its messy treatment of public space, Brussels is an ideal biotope for
artists who integrate urban themes in their work or are engaged in a reflec-
tion on identity, public space and urbanity.
A typical characteristic of modern and contemporary art is that it no
longer merely accepts or reproduces the surrounding culture, but rather
‘irritates’ it. The aim is to cause established thought patterns to move or
tilt, so as to offer a different view on the same issues: “Art alienates and
confronts, it turns the usual into the unusual.”17 Art may not be able to
change the world or society, but it is capable of obviating or questioning
worn-out clichés and prevailing expectations. Reversely, art might be able
to make the ‘unusual’ a bit more usual. In that way it could help to discover
in the disorder and heterogeneity – characteristics that are usually con-
sidered to be aberrant consequences of a failing modernist project – the
benignant symptoms of an irrepressible and unpredictable dynamics.
11.
In his essay ‘The Urban Landscape from the Point of view of images’, Wim
Wenders points out that speaking about Western cities at the beginning
of the twenty-first century has become almost synonymous with speaking
about/in images.18 Cities nowadays are not only overflowing with images,
in the course of the twentieth century cities as well as images have sim-
ilarly been subjected to all sorts of commercial strategies. Where in the 10
0
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past images used to represent something, they now often mainly try to sell;
with this the content of the image becomes of minor importance. The con-
temporary city is subject to a similar condition, only in a more literal way:
the inhabitants settle in the city’s periphery, while the (historical) centre
is turned into a lucrative theme park, that – so as to please the tourists –
attempts to look as much as possible like its (fake, since consciously con-
structed) image. Bruges is a very good example of this.
Heterogeneity is part of the essence of urban culture, and thus cities
per definition escape the straitjacket of their images: “The city that is stuck
on its identity and tries to protect itself as image, that stands still and poses,
becomes a phrase – becomes unreal and specious.”19 It is therefore nec-
essary to develop strategies that provoke a non-restrictive – and thus some-
what stubborn – view on reality. The capital still contains exactly those
ingredients that make more of the city and its image than merely a tourist
picture; with its fragmentary nature, its permanent temporariness and its
intangible disorder, Brussels might be the only ‘real’ city left in Belgium.
Thus, the capital must rise to an obvious challenge, namely the reflection
on and the thinking out of its own heterogeneity. Or, as Laermans notes:
“To take Brussels seriously is to think out in a consistent way this frag-
mentation of lifestyles, cultures and ethnicities, economic differences and
types of accommodation right to the level of a single street.”20 If conflicts
could be bent into ‘creative tension’, and if apparent contradictions could
be transformed into some kind of positive duality – a possible basis for a
future synthesis, then the hybrid and plural character of Brussels could
indeed become a great strength for turning this city into a laboratory for
a new urban culture.
Translated from Dutch by Katleen Craenen
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NOTES
1 Wim Wenders, On Film. Essays and
Conversations (London, Faber & Faber
2001) 381.
2 The ‘cadavre exquis is’ a surrealist word
game, in which the first player writes a 
noun or phrase on a piece of paper. 
Then the paper is folded in such a way that
the writing is no longer visible. The next
player adds another word or phrase, folds the
paper and so on. The first sentence that
resulted from this game also gave it its name:
“Le cadavre exquis boira le vin nouveau”.
3 Bart Verschaffel, ‘Gent (het centrum als
breukvlak)’, in: ‘Figuren/Essays’, Vlees &
Beton 28-29 (aa50/Van Halewijck/De Balie,
1995) 83-94.
4 Translated from: Ibidem, 84.
5 Translated from: Rudi Laermans, ‘Brussel
mijn hoofdstad’, in: Een stad in beweging.
Drie jaar architectuurverkenningen in de
Brusselse Kanaalzone (Studio Open Stad,
Brussels, 1998) 49.
6 During the 1960s, Flemings and Walloons
were engaged in a battle over the language
regulations in public institutions. This led for
instance to the division of the University of
Leuven into two separate campuses: a Dutch-
speaking one and a French-speaking one.
(translator’s note)
7 In October 1996, after the true dimensions
of the Dutroux case had come to light, sev-
eral hundreds of thousands marched the
streets of Brussels to protest against the
inefficiency of Belgian Justice. It was the
largest demonstration in national history.
(translator’s note) 
8 Erik De Kuyper, Een passie voor Brussel
(Babylon/De Geus, Amsterdam 1995) 140.
9 On architecture and representation in the
context of the EU, see Bert de Muynck,
‘Euroferno, Architecture for the European
Union’, in: Archis 1 (2003).
10 Translated from: Laermans, ‘Brussel mijn
hoofdstad’, 48.
11 Brussels came into being around the year
1000 at the junction of the Senne with the
Bruges-Cologne trade axis. This axis,
together with the slope of the valley of the
Senne, was the most important topographic
vector in the development of the city. Indeed,
several east-west oriented routes, right
across the river, crossed the urban fabric and
linked the upper and lower parts of town (the
contemporary Mont des Arts is a remnant of
these links). 
On the morphological development of
Brussels, see the marvelously illustrated
book by Claire Billen and Jean-Marie
Dubosquel, Brussel (Mercatorfonds,
Antwerpen 2000). This publication contains
a series of comparative plans that illustrate
the evolution of the orientation of the urban
fabric in Brussels. 
On the infrastructural interventions and
large-scale public works in Brussels over the
last hundred fifty years, see Thierry Demey,
Bruxelles, chronique d’une capitale en
chantier (Paul Legrain/Editions CFC, Brussels
1990) (2 volumes).
12 In the neighbourhood around the North
Station, the people evicted were promised
accomodation in a social housing scheme.
However, they were evicted even before the
council had started building these appart-
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Brussels consider the vicinity of their work-
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for moving to the city. The argument of
traffic congestion and the vicinity of shops
and services are also mentioned as impor-
tant reasons to come and live in the city. See
Gerry Meeuwissen, ‘Een stad om in te
wonen’, Knack (25 February 2004) 46-50. 
16 Moritz Küng, Another & Another & Another
Act of Seeing Urban Space (De Singel,
Antwerpen 1997).
17 Rudi Laermans, ‘De kunstenaar, de stad en
Brussel’, in: Etcetera 77 (2001) 7.
18 Wim Wenders, On Film. Essays and
Conversations (Faber & Faber, London 2001)
375-383.
19 Verschaffel, ‘Gent (het centrum als
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20 Laermans, ‘Brussel mijn hoofdstad’, 46.
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